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Nearly twenty years after the 1965 call of the Second Vatican 
Council for the 'Renewal of Religious Life’ many women religious have made 
break-through moves into new areas of professional life, 


The Vatican II document stated: "The up-to-date- renewal of religious 
life comprises both a constant return to the sources of the whole of the 
Christian life and to the primitive inspiration of the institutes, and their 
adaption to the changed conditions of our time. " (47/2) 


This double call back into the charism of a founder or foundress and 
forward into the vital and dynamic needs of the contemporary world hassreleased many: 
women into fields of study and work previously undreamed of for contemplative 
nuns or sisters in activerapostolates. 


For example, women religious working in educational fields now often 
complete a Ph.D. séiotheir-particular speciality. These seecke ee soe ete: ‘béy 
asufar! reaching astereabivesdrama,; ibarning’ ‘disabilities; :mathematias -: 
andcomputor ‘science in addition-to the more traditional religious gaiicatiaa 


Nuns in contemplative monasteries can be found today with advanced 
degrees in animal séience , horticulture, music, classics, and art, This 
training enables their community to carry forward the centuries old 
traditions associated with farming 3 8cholarship, and the development 
of the divine office. 


In the health care area, Sisters are becoming Physicians with 
specialities in such unusual areas-as psychaitry or surgery. In addition, 
the more traditional nursing vocation is being devéloped to its full 
academic potential through Sisters completing M.A. or Ph.D. degrees 
in such areas as nursing home: administration, health care organization, 
or speech pathologies, 


Today there are also sisters moving into entirely new fields 
of professional work, breaking into new forms of apostolate in the secular 
world, For example,-sisters are becoming trained as lawyers, bank managers, 
or even morticians, 


wThis:ihovemént of women religious into the highest professional 
training peseieide within the fields of their apostolate completely shatters 
the stereotpyes which have grew up around sesS%ieex nuns over the @ years, 
For sisters have been often considerede-@® poorly educated.er:even undereducated 
for the kind of work they were called to do, 


In many situations, unfortunately, this stereotype was accurate, 
for women relégious did not receive an education comparable to her secular 
counterpart or even comparable to men wim entered the religious life. 


~Qe 


Beginning in the 1940's in the United States a Movement for the 
Education of Sisters was organized to change thespattern'in which nuns 
were sent out to work after only high school operhaps only two years of 
college education. 


Some twenty years after this first movement towards professional 
training which had been initiated by the »Suparkors of the communities 
of women religious, Vatican II encouraged:all Catholics who worked in 
the market place to aim towards professional excellence, 


"By their competence in secular fields, and by their personal 
activity, elevated from within by the grace of Christ, ‘let them work 
vigorously so that by‘human: labor, technical skill, and civil culture created 
goods may be perfected’ aceording to the design of the €reator and the light 


of His word:" (Lumen gentium, 36) 


The key to the new interpretation of work is the view that the highest 
degree of professional excellence enables ‘women religious to Better filfitl their 
call of webuilding the earth by exte_pding the creative activity: of God. 


i This new thrust into professional exeellenee has demanded significant 
adjustments both on the part of the publie and for the sisters: themselves, 


--~ Por priests ‘and laity who-have often lived with the stereotype of 
the nun'as undereduecated and limited: in-prefesaional skills, ‘the new 
woman religious frequentiypresents an image of a self: confident and highly 
eompetant professional, 


For the’ sister herself: who may reeall the feeling of lack of professional 
fulfillment either through: being. Jimited:in her training or having been placed 
in a kind of work whieh"did notechallangeibher{télthe fulness of her human 
‘potential, the contemporary opportunities-for. women religious opens up a 
whole’ new range of: possibilities fer growth, 21d 


; Thisenewothrusteof women religions towards professional excellence 
offers the exciting possibility for complementary relations in professional 
areas with laity and priests.cAt the same time if also brings forward new 
challanges or even dangers, 


Forlexample, with chighly developed skills the woman religious 
has to guard against’ slipping into an isolated egocentric activity oy; an 
pretend isolated ‘burn out! , eran unproductive competative smQtearrtiatren 
her life. 


In speaking. with women religious who face these challanges it 
becomes clear that the only way #sat the new intensity in the professional 
aspect of their religious vocation can be held in its consecrated integrity 
is ‘throug, the equally intense renewal of their community life. 


fhe Vatican II document on Renewal of Religious life stressed that 
“Common life, in prayer and the sharing of the same spirit, should be 
constant, after the example of the early church, in which the company of 
- believers were of one heart and soul." 
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This renewal .of thescommon life involves giving a central place 
to the shared daily Eucharist, the integration into the daily routine of 
the Divine Office prayed in common, and regular periods of silent prayer 
especially befere the Blessed Sacrament. 


Citing as one of the biggest dangers of their professional work 
the progressive secularization of their religious witness, sisters 
claim that only a vibrant community life enables them to remain as 
consecrated women, inwardly and outwardly responding to Christ's call to 
rebuild the earth, 


In this way, women religious today perceive their common life of 
prayer and work as the wellspring out of which their consecrated 
professional lives flow. 


